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Robert Atkinson, innkeeper at the Spread Eagle Inn for over 30 yrs 
The Spread Eagle coaching inn was in Kirkgate, just above what 
is now Victoria Hall.  

Robert Atkinson, born in 1775, and Margaret Rylands/Rylance 
married in Kendal in 1797 although Margaret was from Croston, 
near Preston. They moved to Settle to become innkeepers at 
the Spread Eagle Inn. The inn dated from 1734 when Thomas 
Proctor converted several buildings. One auction took place in 
1775 ‘at the house of Mrs Procter, the Spread Eagle’[6].  

 

Thomas’ grandson was Thomas Procter, a ‘noted painter and sculptor’, 
and a heritage blue plaque on the wall of the building today is 
dedicated to him. The Procters ceased trading in 1803 and it’s possible 
Robert and Margaret took over from then.   

The Spread Eagle was a coaching inn, providing rest and lodging for 
travellers.  The 1828 trade directory tells us the ‘Defiance’ left the 
Spread Eagle for Manchester every Monday morning at 11.30 and every 
Thursday and Saturday morning at 6, travelling 
through Gisburn, Burnley and Bury.  Being located 
so close to the Market Place Robert and Margaret 
will have had good trade.  

Several auctions and coroner’s hearings took place 
at the ‘Mr Robert Atkinson’s Spread Eagle Inn’ 
including the sale of Armitstead Hall in 1819 [1].  
Settle was described as ‘a good Market Town on the 
great North Road, through Craven, where there is 
Daily Post and Coach. The Neighbourhood is 
genteel, the roads remarkably good, in a fine, 
healthy Sporting Country and the Estate is well 
worth the attention of any Gentleman of Fortune 
as a Residence, or as an investment for 
Money.’  Some things don’t change! 

Being an innkeeper was not an easy life. In 
December 1842, when Robert was 67, several 
men including John Slinger and Joseph 
Hudson ‘were behaving in such a riotous 
manner at the Spread Eagle, and proceeded 
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to such an extremity that it became necessary to 
send for the constable’ [5]. 

In 1845, Robert hosted an inquest into the death 
of elderly Henry Roberts who had worked as a 
servant for the Dawson sisters for many years at 
Marshfield, next door to the Spread Eagle.  Henry 
suddenly died in the grounds of Marshfield from ‘a 
fit of apoplexy’ which is likely to have been a 
heart attack. [2] 

In Tithe records of 1844, Robert was recorded as 
owner of the inn, neighbouring stables, garden, 
cottages, plus 18 acres of land. In addition, he 
rented a further 10 acres of land.   

Robert and Margaret died within two months of 
each other in 1850 and the Spread Eagle 
property was sold.   

The ‘inn and market house’ had a spacious 
yard, stabling, shippons (cowsheds) and 
brewhouse. On the other side of Kirkgate 
were two further stables and hay loft, and a 
coach house with a cottage above it occupied 
by Mrs Carr. There were several other 
cottages included in the auction and at least 
eight acres of land. He was a wealthy and 
busy man [2]. 

In memory of Robert Atkinson of Settle, innkeeper died 11th April 1850 aged 75 
years.  Also of Margaret his wife died 18th June 1850 aged 73 years, C15.  
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Robert and Margaret died without children of 
their own [2]. Upon their death newspaper 
adverts asked nephews and nieces to provide 
proof of identification to claim their estate. 
Margaret had numerous nieces and nephews, 
most of them belonging to her half-brother John.  

The Spread Eagle grounds were bought by 
Thomas Brigg, the governor of Giggleswick 
workhouse.  He leased the back portion of the 
inn to three tar and turpentine distillers from 
Hull who traded as the ‘Vegetable Gas Light 
Company’ to provide gas lighting for the town but 
the venture was unsuccessful. The first successful 
gas lighting was installed in 1857.   

At the time of the census in March 1851 landlord 
William Duckett of Ingleton had a lodger who 
was a possible relation of Robert and Margaret — 
Robert Atkinson, a painter from Preston. He was 
lodging with several other painters, perhaps 
assessing the prospects for trade in Settle. If so, 
this was unsuccessful as he returned to Preston.  

In 1852, the license of the Spread Eagle was surrendered. It became a Temperance Hotel run by 
John Bordley, a Primitive Methodist and talented artist/photographer with his first wife Esther 
Wellock.   

In 1816 a slice of land was taken from the lower end of the Spread Eagle property to build the 
first National School of Settle. In 1853 the school and a bit more of the Spread Eagle’s land was 
bought by Revd John Robinson in order to build the Music Hall, now Victoria Hall. The ‘new’ 
school was built in Upper Settle.  The maps of Kirkgate in 1847 and 1890s (after the railway) 
show the Spread Eagle Inn buildings (X).   The old School building is replaced by Victoria Hall.  
The Friends’ Meeting House remains (X).  Many other buildings were also added.  
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The Inns of Victorian Settle: 

NI — New Inn on ‘New Road’, now Station Road 

JA — Joiner’s Arms, later the Commercial Inn 

GL, ONM, RO — Golden Lion, (Old) Naked Man 
and Royal Oak, as now 

SE — Spread Eagle Inn on Kirkgate  

CV — Crown Inn/Vaults 

WH — White Horse 

OBB — Obadiah Bayne’s Beerhouse - the tiny 
house  

TA — Talbot Arms, as now 

CDB — Charles Duckett’s beerhouse, now the 
King William guesthouse. 

 

Agnes Atkinson, widow of a billiard table proprietor 
In affectionate remembrance of Agnes Atkinson who died Feb 20th 1881, 
Aged 80 years, C10 

Agnes Brocklebank was born on 14th October, 1798, in Hawkshead near 
Windermere in the Lake District.  She married John Atkinson of Giggleswick in 
1818.  They settled in Carlisle and brought up at least ten children. It’s possible 
that Agnes’ husband John was a nephew of Robert Atkinson (above). 

John was the innkeeper of the Blue Bell Inn in 
Carlisle. For some reason, in their 50s, John and 
the family moved to Newcastle Upon Tyne, 
where John proudly announced that he had 
purchased a new billiard table [3]. Billiards had 
been popular for centuries, and perhaps this 
brought him new punters? 

This obviously went well as John became a ‘billiard table proprietor’.  By the time he died in 
1866 he had an estate of £800 — a fortune.  Agnes went to live with her daughter Mary Ann 
Grace (Smith) in Sheffield.   For some reason when Mary Ann Grace’s husband John died, Agnes, 
Mary Ann and another widowed daughter Alice (Temple) came to live on Prospect Terrace in 
Settle, with a servant Mary Ann Dickinson — perhaps there were Atkinson family links in Settle? 
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Agnes died on 20 February 1881, aged 82 (but recorded as 80), of morbid cordis (unspecified 
heart condition) and apoplexy from which she had suffered for 1 day and 6 hours. Their servant 
Mary Ann Dickinson was present at her death. Her death was certified by Charles William Buck 
and registered by registrar William Field Hook.  

Daughter Mary Ann Grace spent the rest of her life ‘housekeeping’ for her husband’s brother 
Robert Smith back in Sheffield. (Until 1904 it was illegal to marry your brother-in-law after your 
husband had died.) Widowed daughter Alice lived with her son Alfred in Everton.  Alfred had 
married Alice Capstick, the daughter of William Capstick the Settle blacksmith whose grave is 
nearby in grave AncC8. 

John’s sister Alice Atkinson had 
married James Croasdale who worked 
his way up from being an errand boy, 
then butler, to the land agent for Lord 
Ribblesdale at his mansion at Gisburn 
Park [4]. It’s likely that Alice also 
helped out with work on the estate. 
James’ funeral was attended by Lord 
Ribblesdale, Henry Alcock (of the 
Craven bank) and Dixon Robinson, 
amongst others.  

 

This account has been compiled as part of the Settle Graveyard Project which has recorded 
gravestone inscriptions, updated church records and researched the lives of those buried. Life 
stories can be found on dalescommunityarchives.org.uk, ‘settle graveyard project’.  The ‘Old 
Settle’ family tree on ancestry.co.uk includes the families buried in the graveyard. The project 
is ongoing and welcomes queries and information on settleresearch@gmail.com. Latest news 
and events are on the Facebook page ‘Settle Graveyard Project’. 
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Newspaper cuttings by kind permission of the British Newspaper Archives: 1 — Westmorland 
Gazette, 2 — Kendal Mercury, 3 — Newcastle Daily Chronicle,  4 — Preston Chronicle, 5 — 
Bradford Observer, 6 — Leeds Mercury 

The life stories of people with italicised names have been researched as part of the graveyard 
project. 

settleresearch@gmail.com


